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The Heart Sutra Week 1   2 November 2017  

We have a commentary by Jetsun Drakpa Shedrup however mostly Geshela will follow the 

root text. 

Once the Buddha attained enlightenment, the Buddha proceeded with teaching the Dharma, 

turning the wheel of Dharma. There were three main occasions when this occurred, so we have 

the three turnings of the wheel of Dharma.  

In the first turning of the wheel of Dharma, the main teaching was the Four Noble Truths. In 

the second turning of the wheel of Dharma, the teaching was the Prajnaparamita [Perfection of 

Wisdom] sutras. This Heart Sutra falls within that second turning of the wheel. The lack of 

characteristics was the main theme of all these texts and teachings. The third turning of the 

wheel of Dharma was the teaching of the fine discrimination of the interpretative and so forth.  

The Heart Sutra falls within the second turning of the wheel of Dharma, the Perfection of 

Wisdom sutras.   

When we look at this class of teachings, the perfection of wisdom teachings, there is a subject 

that is directly and explicitly taught and there is another subject which is not revealed explicitly. 

It is implied and indirectly revealed.  

With the perfection of wisdom sutras, what is directly taught is the profound. It is emptiness. 

What is implicitly taught is the extensive. The extensive refers to all the stages of the path, all 

the practices. This places the teaching on emptiness within the particular context of the practice 

you do.  

To elaborate on that, we have other teachings, such as the eight subjects of the Ornament or 

the Seventy Topics or in a more condensed form, the five paths. All of this is the implicit 

presentation of the path. It shows how emptiness is to be applied. 

It is the path since it shows you all the stages of the practice starting from someone who is an 

ordinary being. It shows how this person will begin to practice all way up to reaching 

enlightenment: the stages, the paths and practices they have to do. This is the implicit, indirect 

presentation whilst the explicit direct teaching is the teaching of emptiness.  

The direct or explicit teaching is emptiness. It is the profound. It is very important and 

extremely beneficial to engage. Therefore there is great reason, a great need to engage in 

studying this topic.    

The Ornament has quotations which give us an idea of the benefits of engaging this type of 

study. The Ornament says those who ask questions about the perfection of wisdom; who recite 

it; who read it; who teach it to others; who memorise it; who properly contemplate it and who 

meditate upon it, through the power of the blessing of the Buddha, will be able to destroy the 

maras. 

In the last teaching on the Ornament, we talked about the four types of maras: the mara of 

afflictions, the mara of the aggregates, the mara of the lord of death and the mara personified, 

of the son of the gods. The person who engages the perfection of wisdom will be able to 

overcome and destroy these maras through the power of the blessing of the Buddha. 

Another benefit is that whoever pays attention in the proper way to the perfection of wisdom 

texts, who meditates on them; whoever asks questions; who reads them, writes them, teaches 

them to others, memorises them and so forth, is attracting the attention of the buddhas. The 

buddhas are paying attending to that person. The buddhas are aware that the person is making 

these efforts. That is another of the benefits.  We will not go into the full list of the 14 benefits 
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of engaging the perfection of wisdom teachings. We just gave a couple of examples by way of 

illustration. 

The main reason to engage this area of study is so that we will be able to destroy and overcome 

afflictions. Other than the path of emptiness, there is no other means to eliminate afflictions.  

Without the path of emptiness, you cannot abandon the seed of any affliction. 

 Shantideva’s Bodhisattvas Way of Life gives quotations from various sutras on this point. 

Shantideva says that without the path of emptiness there is no type of enlightenment. This 

refers to the enlightenment of the hearers, the solitary realisers and the Mahayana 

enlightenment. If you are lacking the path of emptiness, you cannot abandon anything. When 

you have the path of emptiness, you are able to overcome afflictive obscurations and 

knowledge obscurations. 

Another verse from the Bodhisattvas Way of Life says: why is emptiness practised; what does 

it stop; what does it overcome? This verse says it does not overcome your awareness. This 

means that by practising to realise emptiness, this doesn’t mean you will stop seeing, hearing 

and so forth. It doesn’t stop those types of awareness. It helps you abandon the cause of 

suffering and it helps you overcome grasping at true existence. That is the purpose of 

emptiness.  

A verse from Chandrakirti’s Entering the Middle Way says: 

 

the root of all the suffering such as birth, aging, sickness, death  

and all the deterioration of samsara, is grasping at the self. The yogi investigates. 

 

The yogi investigates in order to understand the nature and the cause of afflictions. They want 

to understand where all this deterioration and suffering is coming from. They understand that 

they come from grasp at the self as being truly existent.  

There is a self that conventionally exists and that becomes the focal object. However, by 

focusing on this conventionally existent object we generate grasping, that idea that it truly 

exists.  It is exactly that grasping that is the root of all the problems. The yogi investigates to 

stop or to negate that self.  

The Four Hundred Verses by Aryadeva says:  just as the body is pervaded by physical powers, 

similarly all afflictions are pervaded by confusion. It gives this analogy: the body has all those 

physical powers of the different sense awarenesses. They pervade the entire body. In a similar 

way, all afflictions are pervaded by confusion. ‘confusion’ here is the confusion of self-

grasping. That self-grasping, at the very subtle level is always concomitant with all afflictions. 

It is there as the condition that aids and supports the generation of affliction. If you want to 

destroy all afflictions, destroy that. Understanding that the confusion of self-grasping is at the 

root of every affliction, supporting every type of affliction, you know that to get rid of all 

afflictions, you need to strike at the root, to eliminate all.  The one thing that has the power to 

destroy that is the wisdom realising selflessness or emptiness. 

Other than the wisdom realising emptiness there is no other antidote that can completely 

eliminate the afflictions. There are other things that you can apply, however they only have the 

power to suppress afflictions. They do not uproot them from the root. The only thing that does 

that is the wisdom realising emptiness. 
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The reason is given in the Ornament of Sutras by Maitreya which says: other methods such as 

love, great compassion and so forth are not the direct antidote of that confusion. Maitreya is 

saying that there are many types of practices you can do. You can cultivate love; you can 

cultivate great compassion; you can cultivate the wisdom realising impermanence and so forth. 

Those practices will have an effect. For example, if you cultivate love, this will pacify manifest 

anger. If you cultivate the wisdom of impermanence this will help you reduce grasping at things 

as permanent and so forth. Of course they play a role.  However they are not able to eradicate 

the afflictions from the root because they are not the direct opponent power to the confusion of 

grasping at the self.  

You can see why it is so important to engage emptiness. Our commentary says that everyone 

who wishes to attain liberation has to engage the Buddha’s teachings and in particular, from 

all the teachings of the Buddha, they have to engage emptiness because this view of emptiness 

is the heart essence of the teachings. 

When we say essence of all teachings is emptiness it is important to understand that from all 

the teachings, the teaching of the subtle level of dependent origination is considered to be 

supreme. From the different types of wisdom or understanding, the wisdom that understands 

that subtle dependent origination is considered to be supreme. Lama Tsong Khapa’s Praise to 

Dependent Arising praises the Buddha as the supreme teacher for having taught this essence. 

Lama Tsong Khapa’s Praise to Dependent Arising says:  

in this world you are the only one who has explained and expounded these teachings,  

therefore you are the supreme propounder 

Whoever wishes to attain liberation has to see emptiness as being indispensable. There is no 

type of liberation without emptiness.  

The King of Concentration sutra says: 

the realisation of the two types of selflessness is the cause for nirvana. 

 Nothing else can be the cause for that because nothing else can be the cause that destroys. 

Whoever realises the two types of selflessness - Selflessness of persons and selflessness of 

phenomena - by analysing their resultant comprehension will become the cause for nirvana. 

Nothing else, no other practice, no other realisation can achieve that result because nothing else 

can pacify or destroy afflictions from the root. This quotation is similar to the previous 

quotations that we have mentioned.   

A few important points to conclude: we say that emptiness is the essence of all the teachings. 

Without the realisation of emptiness, there is no means for abandoning the root of affliction 

and there is no means to attain either liberation or omniscience. We have verses in the Praise 

to Dependent Arising by Lama Tsong Khapa that say exactly that: 

therefore you are praised as the supreme teacher for having given the essence. 

In Praise to Dependent Arising Lama Tsong Khapa says: everything you the Buddha have 

taught, [and the Buddha gave quite a lot of teachings], is actually a teaching of dependent 

origination. The reason you taught that is because out of your great affection you always want 

to lead migrating beings into nirvana. The teachings of dependent origination are given so that 

sentient beings can generate the understanding of emptiness. This is out of the Buddha’s 

compassion to lead sentient beings to nirvana. 



4 
 

From our commentary, whoever is interested whoever is requesting teachings, whoever is 

listening to those teachings on the profound meaning of emptiness, they will accrue great 

benefits. This is mentioned many times in sutras and tantras.  

We have a quotation from one of the short perfection of wisdom sutras, the 3,000 verses. The 

Buddha is having a conversation with Subhuti. The Buddha says:  

Subhuti, imagine that someone is making extensive offerings of all the wealth that exists in 

the three realms of existence and they are offering all this continuously to all the buddhas, 

the tathagatas and the bodhisattvas in all ten directions.  

Subhuti that person would accumulate a great amount of merit. However whoever memorises 

even one verse of four lines of the perfection of wisdom; whoever memorises it; whoever pays 

attention to it; whoever meditates on it; whoever perfectly teaches it to others, will 

accumulate merit that is inconceivable and incalculable and completely surpasses the merit 

of the previous person. 

We have a quotation from another sutra: 

Subhuti, suppose that a bodhisattva practises the six perfections for hundreds of eons. 

[Technically it should say the five perfections, but it says all six perfections.] 

Whoever is practising the six perfections and in particular, whoever is listening to the 

teachings of the profound meaning of emptiness, even by having doubt, this person will 

accumulate great merits. 

even by having doubt means the person is not convinced. They haven’t logically proven 

emptiness. They may say that perhaps things are lacking inherent existence.  Whoever listens 

even with that attitude of doubt will accumulate merit.  

What need is there to talk about the merit of those who request 

 and listen to the teachings without any doubt. 

without any doubt  means they have employed correct reasoning; they have valid cognition that 

establishes this and they are 100% resolute and settled. They are sure that phenomena lack 

inherent existence.  With that confidence they listen to the teachings. So what need to talk about 

their merit? 

Similarly, someone who is writing down the letters of the perfection of wisdom; someone who 

recites it, who memorises it, who explains it to others and who extensively relies on it,  what 

need to talk about their merit. 

We have a quotation from Aryadeva’s Four Hundred Verses saying how important it is to have 

doubt tending towards the fact in terms of emptiness. Even if you don’t have realisations, even 

having doubt and thinking: I’m not sure but probably this is the case.  That has the power to 

completely shake or destroy samsara.   

Those with small merit do not even doubt 

Those will merit will doubt and that will destroy samsara. 

This verse is saying those without merit will not even investigate. They will not have the 

interest. They will not have any doubt about those things. Those who have merit will actively 

investigate the nature of phenomena, how things exist. They will come to the point where they 
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generate doubt tending towards the fact. They don’t have the full realisation but they are 

tending towards that in the correct way. 

This indicates that it actually takes merit to get to that point of having interest in investigating. 

Whoever gets to that point of having even that correct doubt, will shake or destroy samsara. 

It is important to keep in mind the main reason we want to listen to the teachings, to reflect, to 

meditate and recite the perfection of wisdom sutras. Sometimes it is recited in order to avert 

hindrances, to pacify hindrances. However this is only a secondary by-product of doing the 

practice.  

The Buddha taught the perfection of wisdom as a method for disciples to generate the 

realisation of emptiness and as a method for attaining the state of liberation and omniscience, 

which is achieved by completely destroying the root of all afflictions. The main reason we 

recite it is to generate the realisation of emptiness and to have the method that leads to liberation 

and omniscience. On the side, it has the effect of pacifying obstacles and hindrances and 

different types of harm. 

There is recitation of the text and various things can be achieved through that. How much you 

achieve from that will depend on your motivation. The best motivation to engage such 

recitation is the bodhicitta motivation.  When you do the recitation you set your mind saying: 

I am doing this because I want to generate the realisation of emptiness. I am doing this because 

I want to reach the state of liberation. I am doing this to overcome all afflictions. I am doing 

this to benefit all sentient beings. I am doing this to become enlightened. Whatever your 

motivation, according to the scope of the motivation, there will be results from that.  Aside 

from those results, whatever motivation you have, it overcomes harms and hindrances. 

There is a standard explanation that the perfection of wisdom teachings were given the very 

year the Buddha reached enlightenment. The Buddha reached enlightenment at 35 years of age.  

Towards the end of his 35th year, the Buddha gave the perfection of wisdom teachings. There 

are various discussions around exactly when. 

Some mention that the Buddha gave these teachings after he became enlightened. Another 

version says that the Buddha gave these teachings in the last year before passing into 

parinirvana.  So there are various positions.  

We have different versions of the Prajnaparamita. There is the extensive, the middle length and 

the condensed. The extensive has 100,000 verses. The middle length has 20,000 verses and the 

condensed 8,000 verses. 

From those three, the extensive, the middle-length and the short Prajnaparamita texts, all of 

them contain thousands of verses.  Then we have the Heart Sutra, which is a very short text. It 

contains 25 verses. It is considered the condensed essence, the essence of the essence of any of 

the extensive versions of the perfection of wisdom sutras. 

The Heart sutra is in the prayer book on page 76. First we have the name in Sanskrit. 

Arya-bhagavati-prajnaparamita-hridaya-sutra [NB this is at the end of the Heart Sutra in the 

most current prayer book, on page 79.] 

We mentioned the three versions of the prajnaparamita. The extensive version of 100,000 

verses comes in 12 volumes.  We have it right here on the altar. The middle-length 20,000 

verses comes in three volumes.  The condensed 8,000 verses comes in one volume. 
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What we call the extensive, the 100, 000 verses consisting of twelve volumes is what has been 

translated and exists in Tibetan. From the extensive, there are other versions. There is the 

extensive of the extensive, the middle-length of the extensive and the short of the extensive. 

The 100,000 verses text is short of the extensive. The other more extensive than 100,000 verses 

have become extinct. We do not have them in Tibetan. They don’t exist. They have gone from 

the world. 

The extensive of extensive was 100 million verses. The middle length of the extensive was 1 

million verses. The short of the extensive is the one we have, the 100, 000 verses. 

The Heart Sutra is the essence of the extensive, the middle-length and the condensed. The 

Heart Sutra is only 25 verses.  Those with very sharp faculties and powers only need to hear 

the mantra contained in the Heart Sutra. 

TADYATHA [OM] GATE GATE PARAGATE PARASAMGATE BODHI SVAHA 

 After the Heart Sutra, the mantra is the more condensed version. For the extremely sharp, it 

is something even more condensed, just the syllable AH.  Those of sharp faculties would derive 

the whole meaning from just that.  

The syllable AH in Sanskrit is a negating syllable. In English, this is ‘non’ or ‘no’. This is 

because emptiness is a negation, it is negating something. So it can be condensed into one 

syllable ‘non’. 

On page 79, there is one sentence from the Heart Sutra that His Holiness commented has great 

significance. It summarises what the Heart Sutra is all about: 

‘All the buddhas who dwell in the three times also manifestly, completely awaken to 

unsurpassable, perfect, complete  enlightenment in reliance on the perfection of 

wisdom’ 

This is very clear. It says all the Buddhas of the three times have done this. Whoever has done 

it, whoever is doing it, whoever is going to do it will only do it by relying on perfection of 

wisdom.  There is no other method. There is no other path. If you want to reach enlightenment 

that is the only way.  

It says here that they: 

‘completely awaken to unsurpassable, perfect, complete enlightenment 

 in reliance on the perfection of wisdom’. 

What is this perfection of wisdom in reliance upon which they attain perfect wisdom? 

His Holiness says that the earlier statement, [bottom of page 77], 

‘they should view those five aggregates also as empty of inherent nature.’ 

is the perfection of wisdom.  

This phrase indicates both types of selflessness, the selflessness of persons and the selflessness 

of phenomena. 

‘those five aggregates also’ indicates not only the person who is the one possessing the 

aggregates, but the aggregates also, the ones who are possessed, are empty of inherent 

existence. This includes both types of selflessness. 
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Again based on the comments of His Holiness, there are five benefits of relying on the 

perfection of wisdom.  Those are the:  

GATE GATE PARAGATE PARASAMGATE BODHI SVAHA 

They describe the different levels of how you will progress 

GATE = gone. So gone, gone, twice.  

PARAGATE gone beyond 

PARASAMGATE perfectly gone beyond 

BODHI SVAHA reaching the ground of the Buddha.  These are the five benefits. 

The text begins by giving the name of the sutra:  

Arya-bhagavati-prajnaparamita-hridaya-sutra 

Bhagavati is the female form of Bhagavan 

Prajna means wisdom. 

Paramita means perfection.  

hridaya is the heart or the essence.  

We have the term perfection. Perfection means having gone to the other side.  It indicates that 

you cross the ocean of samsara. In other words, you abandon samsara and you reach the other 

shore, the ground of nirvana. 

We also use the term perfection for the six perfections, the perfection of giving, the perfection 

of ethics and so forth, up to the perfection of wisdom.  This word perfection can be interpreted 

in two ways. It carries both the meaning of perfecting [present continuous] and the meaning of 

perfected [past tense]. 

The meaning of perfecting can be related to someone who is a trainee. Right now at the present 

time, they are perfecting all those things. If you say it only has the meaning of perfected, this 

only applies to the ground of the Buddha where everything has been perfected. 

At the beginning of the sutra, most sutras will give the Sanskrit name. Here we have [In our 

books it is at the end of the Heart Sutra on page 79] 

Arya-bhagavati-prajnaparamita-hridaya-sutra 

The reason the name is given in Sanskrit is manifold. The first one is to place imprints for 

Sanskrit in your mind. The second is to receive the blessing that comes with the Sanskrit 

language. The most important is that it establishes the authentic origin of those teachings.  

 

Missing from the Tibetan and the English version is the line that mentions the first bundle or 

the first section.  In a sutra that is quite important. In the sutra there are many verses. The size 

of the bundle, which is the collection of a number of verses, varies.  

In the Heart Sutra text, we have 25 verses, which constitute one bundle.  In the more extensive 

prajnaparamita texts, you might have a bundle consisting of 300 or 700 verses. Usually, 

according to the size of the sutra, the bundle, which is like a chapter or a section, will also vary.  

It does not have a standard size. 
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This expression ‘bundle’ is like when you cut grass and bundle all the hay together to make a 

bundle of hay. The analogy comes from there. It is very important that this section or bundle 

or the number of however many bundles are noted in the sutra. It is important for two reasons.  

If you say from the beginning that this is one bundle, two bundles and so forth,  someone can 

see that the entire sutra and nothing but the sutra is included in the text.  So if you say there is 

one bundle, and we know in this case the bundle is 25 verses, it means there will not be 24 

verses with something missing and there will not be 26 verses because someone added 

something. You will not find less then or more than 25 verses.  Mentioning how many bundles 

comprise the sutra gives you the exact length of the sutra. You can have the confidence that 

this text includes the entire length of the sutra and nothing has been added, nothing has been 

removed. It is there to indicate there is no pollution, nothing added and nothing omitted. 

The title begins with: 

‘bhagavati’, the female form of Bhagavan. We know that the Perfection of Wisdom is also 

known as the Mother or the Three Mothers: the extensive, the middle length and the condensed.  

The Perfection of Wisdom is personified as female and we use the term ‘bhagavati’ because 

all the types of aryas: aryas who are hearers; aryas who are solitary realisers; aryas who are 

bodhisattvas and aryas who are Buddhas. The four types of aryas are all born from this 

Perfection of Wisdom.  They reach that state by relying on the Perfection of Wisdom. Therefore 

the Perfection of Wisdom, which is the agent who facilitates that level of attainment, is called 

the Mother or ‘bhagavati’.  Bhagavati or Mother here is the name that personifies the 

perfection of wisdom.  

When we use the term ‘bhagavati’, it is a case of giving the name of the result to the cause.  

We say that bhagavati refers to or personifies the Perfection of Wisdom. Perfection of Wisdom 

is the cause. It is the thing you will practise in order to reach state of enlightenment.  

bhagavan, which is the first part of bhagavati is that state of the enlightenment being.  

Refer again to the sentence from the Heart Sutra: 

‘All the buddhas who dwell in the three times also manifestly, completely awaken to 

unsurpassable, perfect, complete  enlightenment in reliance on the perfection of 

wisdom’ 

The Perfection of Wisdom is the cause.  They rely on the cause. By relying on this, they reach 

the state of omniscience and become bhagavans. This is giving the name of the result to the 

cause.  

We use term prajnaparamita.  Logically, it can be divided into four types: 

1. the natural Perfection of Wisdom  

2. the scriptural Perfection of Wisdom 

3. the path Perfection of Wisdom  

4. the resultant Perfection of Wisdom 

 From those four the real Perfection of Wisdom is the last one, the resultant, because it refers 

to the state of omniscience. This is the perfection of wisdom. You have perfected wisdom.  

1. The natural Perfection of Wisdom refers to emptiness.  

2. The scriptural Perfection of Wisdom refers to the texts: the extensive, the middle-length 

and the condensed Mother.  

3. The path Perfection of Wisdom refers to the wisdom, which is the truth of the path. 
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4. The resultant Perfection of Wisdom is omniscience. This is the real perfection of 

wisdom.  

Then we have the translator’s prostration, which is not ‘I prostrate to the arya triple gem’. It is: 

 ‘I prostrate to the bhagavati prajnaparamita’, to the bhagavati perfection of wisdom. 

The verse of prostration is the translator’s prostration.  This was decided by a royal decree. The 

king at some point decreed that translators insert a line at the beginning of the text, which is 

the line of prostration or the homage of the translator. 

That line is there for a number of reasons. One reason is to allow the translator to accumulate 

enough merit to complete the task of the translation. The other important reason that was the 

royal decree is that this line allows us to identify straight away which of the three pitakas the 

text belongs to.  

If the text belongs to the Sutra pitaka it has to begin with the line: 

I prostrate to Manjushri or  

I prostrate to the Prajnaparamita.  

Here it is: 

 I prostate to bhagavati prajnaparamita. 

This indicates it belongs to the Sutra pitaka.  

If it belongs to the Abhidharma pitaka, it begins by saying: 

 I prostrate to the Buddhas and bodhisattvas. 

If it belongs to the Vinaya pitaka it begins with: 

 I prostrate to the omniscient one. 

Note: It is common that you find things missing from the sutras especially the longer sutras: 

8,000 verses, 20,000 verses. There are things that might appear in one publication and not in 

others. It is not always the fault of the translator that some things might be missing. Some 

versions say: 

 I prostrate to arya bhagavati prajnaparamita and others say 

 I prostrate to bhagavati prajnaparamita. There are variations.  

Question regarding the debate when the Buddha gave these teachings. Did the Buddha give the 

teachings of the First Turning of the Wheel and the Second Turning of the Wheel in the same 

year? 

Geshela: We know that the First Turning of the Wheel was 45 days after the Buddha manifested 

enlightenment. The teaching of the Second Turning of the Wheel was technically within one 

year of the Buddha’s enlightenment. Whether it falls in the same calendar year or the following 

calendar year is not clear.  It might be the same year. It might be the next year. 

 

WE WILL STOP HERE 

 


